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Abstract
This capstone thesis posits that when humans connect and maintain a relationship with nature,
their mental health improves. Humans have developed from and within Earth’s ecosystem,
making our relationship with nature a necessary acknowledgement that the self is more than a
corporeal body but is, in fact, embedded within the natural world around us. The current
overwhelming dependence on electronic advancements and the development of urban areas have
led people to become more distant in their relationship to nature, putting the overall well-being
of the planet in jeopardy. This thesis points out that the more separation we feel from nature, the
more callousness we will treat it with, ultimately creating a compounded detrimental impact on
the environment. Nature-based expressive arts therapy (NBExAT) is postulated to interrupt this
estrangement by providing support to individuals in the ways they can connect and heal this
fissure to develop appropriate empathy and compassion towards nature, also known as an ecoidentity. A two-hour indoor workshop was offered for the expressive arts therapy graduate
student population as an additional tool for replenishment from juggling the high demands of
post-graduate learning. The workshop combined expressive arts therapy principles into
ecotherapeutic approaches to act as a channel to explore the benefits of directly and indirectly
engaging in a relationship with nature. This exploration is referred to as accessing one’s
ecosphere or as an embodied exploration of connecting to nature. The results illustrate that
intentional sensory contact with nature can promote a restorative experience while
simultaneously gaining a deeper connection to nature therefore, increasing empathy towards it.

Keywords: nature-based expressive arts therapy, ecotherapy, biophilia, ecopsychology,
indoor nature-based therapy, ecopoiesis
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Accessing the Ecosphere: An Indoor Nature-Based Community ExAT Exploration Project
Introduction
With increasing urbanization and dependence on technological advancements, a
relationship with nature is not as inherent as it once was. This expanding divide has caused
people to feel a sense of separation from their understanding of themselves and nature as
inevitably interconnected. Nadkarni et al. (2017) discussed the dissociation from nature as an
“extinction of experience” (p. 395) that can lead to a disinterest or even a fear of nature. Tao et
al. (2020) took this further by making the argument that heavy reliance on electronic devices is
negatively impacting people’s nervous systems, producing what is called technostress, ultimately
amplifying their detachment from nature. Yet, in contrast to such reliance on the non-natural
world, human beings still have an innate need for the natural world for more than just sustenance
and survival, but for mental and emotional nourishment as well. This is the biophilia hypothesis
from biologist E.O. Wilson (1984) which he postulated that we, as humans, have an intrinsic
drive to connect and relate to nature. A recognition and acceptance of the necessity for fostering
a healthy relationship with nature can have an overwhelming centering effect. A clear way to
begin establishing this crucial relationship with nature is to employ nature-based therapeutic arts
to act as a bridge in this divide.
The risks of having little to no connection to nature are critical, as this can have direct
implications for ecological preservation. It is also important to note the delivery of how dire
environmental needs are presented to an individual can greatly impact their ability to respond
accordingly. The enormity of the ecological situation can be too much to fathom and cause what
environmental philosopher Albrecht calls ecoparalysis, “the inability to meaningfully respond to
the climatic and ecological challenges that face us” (Ricket, 2021, p. 18). If a person is living in a
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primarily industrial urban setting, most of their basic needs can be met without any interaction
with the natural world, making it is easy to become oblivious to the pressing realities that
threaten the environments in which they live, and the wider landscapes impacted. Urbanized
living also could likely mean that an individual might have limited exposure to the benefits of
being in and having a relationship with nature. As such, nature then becomes an unknown entity
potentially creating biophobia, a fear of nature (Hu & Zhou, 2020; Nadkarni et al, 2017). This
necessitates that nature-based practitioners offer a certain amount of ecological education to raise
awareness. However, just gaining awareness can cause a sense of distress and powerlessness,
promoting dissociation and numbness to cope (Chavaly & Naachimuthu, 2020). To acknowledge
the full breadth of what it means to be interconnected to nature involves facing this apathy. This
requires that there be tools and frameworks in place to help people process and understand the
different ways they can take attainable and realistic actions to begin their journey of becoming
eco-conscious (Ricket, 2021).
A way to mend this fissure from nature is to establish a relationship with it by developing
what is called an eco-identity or eco-consciousness (Burns, 2012; Kopytin, 2021). An embodied
ecological identity is defined by Burns (2012) as “cultivating somatic awareness of embedment,
of being in and living through reciprocity with the more-than-human world” (p. 40). In essence,
by attuning to nature like this, we are recognizing that we evolved within, not apart from, the
Earth’s ecology (Beauvais, 2012). An establishment of emotional resonance between humans,
the Earth, and all life-forms is implied as necessary to encourage empathy and compassion
toward the natural world (Hu & Zhou, 2020). Restoring one’s sense of connection to nature is a
process that can be fostered with ecotherapy, referred to in this thesis interchangeably as naturebased therapy (NBT) and ecopsychology. An ecotherapy approach enhances “human health

5
through sensory contact with the natural world” (Kamitsis & Simmonds, 2017, p. 243). It also
assumes that “at its deepest level the psyche remains sympathetically bonded to the Earth”
(Roszak, 1995, p. 5). Studies show that a connection to nature is a key determinant of ecological
behavior; thus, developing an eco-consciousness impacts an individual’s perception of their
interconnectedness with nature (Kopytin, 2021; Mayer & Frantz, 2004). If people connect
themselves to the natural world, they are less likely to act harmfully towards it because it would
be like harming themselves (Mayer & Frantz, 2004). Ecotherapy then becomes an important
agent of helping clients implement changes that can have larger global implications.
Ecotherapy is a nascent emerging field that needs more thorough research on applications
of methods, long-term benefits, and further insight into direct and indirect associations to nature.
Most of the studies to date have focused on outdoor NBT rather than indoor (Kamitsis &
Simmonds, 2017). This thesis sets out to highlight the indoor aspects and implementation of
NBT due to the dire situation we, as humans, are still facing as we continue to weather the
COVID-19 pandemic. The goal of this nature-based expressive arts therapy (NBExAT)
community engagement project is to explore a concept this writer is terming their ecosphere. The
term ecosphere is defined as “the parts of the universe habitable by living organisms” (MerriamWebster, n.d.). However, for the purposes of this thesis, ecosphere is defined as an alternate title
for exploring personal kinesphere, the space around the body, within an ecosystem signifying the
embedment and embodiment of ourselves within the context of connecting to nature.
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Literature Review
Ecopsychology
The establishment of the field of ecopsychology is newer, only having been officially
incorporated into the psychology world in the early 1990s (Hibbard, 2003). The term
ecopsychology was first coined by scholar Theodore Roszak (1992) in his book The Voice of the
Earth: “This is an essay in ecopsychology. Its goal is to bridge our culture’s long-standing,
historical gulf between the psychological and the ecological, to see the needs of the planet and
the person as a continuum” (p. 14). Even though Roszak is an established contributor to the field
of incorporating ecology and psychology together, his title and definition have not been widely
accepted (Hibbard, 2003). Because of this, many nature-based practitioners have come up with
other labels and definitions for the work they do, ultimately creating an unstable base of support
around ecological psychotherapeutic approaches. Ecopsychology might be termed, “ecotherapy,”
“ecological psychotherapy,” “nature-based therapy,” “forest therapy,” “nature therapy,” “earthcentered therapy,” “ecological counseling,” and “green psychotherapy” (Hibbard, 2003; Kamitsis
& Simmonds, 2017; Roszak, 1995). Unity in this field could lend more credibility to the practice
(Hibbard 2003). Researchers Kamitsis and Simmonds (2017) gathered data on frameworks
ecotherapists are utilizing and found that the majority center their nature-based work around the
healing potential of sensory contact with nature. Even though each of the participants in their
study had different titles for their work, it did culminate with the basic understanding that
ecotherapeutic approaches recognize how vital a connection with nature correlates to one’s
overall well-being. This apparent cohesion within the field is convoluted by the vast number of
differing titles and varied definitions, making it difficult for individuals to consistently find and
have access to ecotherapies.
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It is also important to note that the advent of ecopsychology is not a new concept to the
cultures that continue to be embedded in nature. Roszak (1995) acknowledged the generalizable
“we” that is consistently used when describing the necessity of ecopsychology is almost entirely
intended for western or dominant cultures that have cleaved themselves and their identities from
nature. “Modern western society has split the ‘inner’ life from the ‘outer’ world – as if what was
inside of us was not also inside the universe” (Roszak,1992, p. 14). This is most obviously seen
in the continued urbanization of society and reliance on electronic devices decreasing an
individual’s regular exposure to green spaces (Chang & Netzer, 2019). Ecotherapeutic
approaches, then, are only necessary in cultures where there is a divorce from nature. Developing
frameworks and approaches to help individuals restore their distorted relationship with nature
appears to be the most common thread among all practicing ecotherapists. This review of the
literature aims to discuss the various nature-based approaches (direct and indirect) and their
benefits.
Applying Nature-Based Therapy Practices
Direct/Active Integration of Nature
The obvious and clear way for an individual to receive the immense advantages of
ecotherapy is to have direct contact and interaction with nature. Natural areas might include
forests, urban parks, gardens, bodies of water (small ponds, lakes, streams, etc.), paths, and trails
(Barnes et al., 2019; Chavaly & Naachimuthu, 2020). With so many varying areas and
approaches to how ecotherapy is practiced, Naor and Mayseless (2021) conducted a recent study
inquiring what role nature has in nature-based therapy (NBT) sessions. They concluded that to
receive the full benefits of ecotherapy, nature cannot just be a backdrop for therapy but should be
an equal participant of the therapeutic process integrating its unpredictability. Additionally,
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Tegart (2019) and Ricket (2021) examined the effects of incorporating silence while being
engaged in intentional embodied experiences in nature. Tegart’s (2019) results showed that
observing silence in nature can have significant restorative effects for over-worked adults.
Similarly, Ricket (2021) observed that silent observation in nature helped participants heighten
their environmental awareness and boost their sense of biophilia. In both these articles, silence
acted as a way to increase individuals’ capacity to have empathy for nature. The evidence above
posits that an important way to participate in NBT is honing in on sensory embedment, an
enmeshed and present experience within the natural world.
NBT and Health
NBT has the potential to be supportive to various mental, emotional, and physical health
issues. The benefits of having regular or short-term exposure to nature include a reduction of
depressive symptoms, stress relief, restored attention, increased positive effects in self-esteem,
mood, and cognitive abilities, as well as providing physical and mental relaxation, all enhancing
a sense of vitality (Barnes et al., 2019; Beauvais, 2012; Chavaly & Naachimuthu, 2020; Nguyen
& Brymer, 2018; Trøstrup et al., 2019). Walking and talking in nature has also been shown to be
effective for lowering anxiety (Moore & Duffin, 2020). Ecotherapy has been demonstrated to aid
youths diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder by helping with dissociative symptoms
since developing a relationship with nature can offer a sense of “belonging to something beyond
themselves” (p. 10). Exposure to nature has also been linked to enhancement of cognitive ability
in children, specifically relating to their executive functioning, making nature a crucial aspect for
supporting children with cognitive disabilities (Kofler et al., 2018). Another study found that
time spent in nature specifically helps individuals dealing with depressive states, diminishing
mental rumination and negative thoughts (Beyer et al., 2014). It is evident that nature’s
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considerable positive effects are deeply bound to the rich sensory experiences available to
humans whenever intentional time is spent present in nature.
Even more compelling are the long-term impacts and health effects of consistent
association with nature from instances like living within a lush green space. In a longitudinal
study that followed American women, researchers James et al. (2016) found that those living in
natural green environments exhibited overall improved mental health and an extended lifespan.
A different study observed expecting mothers and their regular exposure to nature as positively
impacting prenatal development, increasing the probability of a healthy infant birth weight
(James et al., 2015). Another study outlined further positive physical implications for people who
have everyday exposure to nature, such as lowered heart rates and quicker recoveries from
surgery (Annerstedt & Währborg, 2011). Ulrich et al. (1999) conducted an important study that
revealed a positive correlation between the reduced need for analgesics and fewer post-surgical
complications amongst patients recovering from surgery when provided a view of nature from
their rooms.
In a similar vein, Trøstrup et al. (2019) set out to analyze what evidence there is to
support the mental health effects NBT interventions have for patients diagnosed with physical
diseases. They discovered that there was not enough evidence-based research to affirm the
efficacy of nature-based interventions on patients during or after treatment. However, the
researchers also conducted interviews with cancer patients, and the majority reported that nature
was their most crucial coping strategy. Ultimately, Trøstrup et al. argued that despite the lack of
thorough research, rehabilitative programs and practices should incorporate nature-based
interventions since they are low cost, non-invasive, and have no observed adverse effects.
Implementing changes to health and urban infrastructure is what Barnes et al. focused their 2019
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study on by assessing “the nature of nature” (p. 2). Their goal was to evaluate the current
ecopsychological research to better understand the specific aspects of nature that bring mental
health benefits that then could be integrated into the designs of urban and public areas. Barnes et
al. (2019) discovered that this area was understudied and underreported, directly impacting and
exposing why natural elements may not be getting implemented into urban and public health
planning. Nature-based interventions require further evidence-based research to inform necessary
adjustments to healthcare systems to incorporate the obvious benefits that nature can offer
patients.
Indirect/Passive Integration of Nature
Based on the available evidence thus far, having access to being in nature for ecotherapy
sessions is inarguably the most optimal way to receive its benefits. It is not, however, the only
available option to engage with NBT. With the majority of society living in high-density urban
and industrialized settings, nature, or green spaces, are not always readily accessible to everyone
(Nguyen & Brymer, 2018). Also noteworthy are the limitations of doing therapy outside, such as
prohibitive weather conditions, infringement of confidentiality, injury, and other safety concerns,
like potential allergic reactions (Kamitsis & Simmonds, 2017). Because of this, literature in the
ecopsychology field is only now paying more attention to the ways in which NBT can be
incorporated into indoor or urban settings. In several recent studies, discussions are happening on
the different ways indoor and urban settings can incorporate NBT, listing activities like
conducting therapy by sitting outside on stairs, in a small garden, park or walking a trail (Moore
& Duffin, 2020); incorporating natural items (Swank et al., 2020); having plants in the space or
nature views (Chang & Netzer, 2019), and assigning nature-based homework (Kamitsis &
Simmonds, 2017; Moore & Duffin, 2020). Indoor methods of incorporating NBT are a way to
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still access benefits of connecting to nature and a could be a way to transition from indoors to
outdoors for individuals who may be experiencing any level of biophobia (Kamitsis &
Simmonds, 2017).
Vicarious Nature Imagery in Indoor Settings
Even a passive association with visual or aesthetic elements of nature have been shown to
mirror the positive mental health responses of being in nature by providing micro-restorative
benefits (Kamitsis & Simmonds, 2017; Nadkarni et al., 2017). For example, a green advertising
study by Hartmann and Apaolaza-Ibáñez (2010) determined that behavior towards the marketing
of a product was more favorable when lush natural environments were present. Nadkarni et al.
(2017) conducted the first study of its kind examining the positive effects of vicarious nature
imagery shown to prison inmates experiencing extreme nature-deprived conditions. The results
revealed that indirect exposure to nature had a profound effect on the subjects, who experienced
a significant reduction in their irritability and stress levels, an increase in their empathy, and a
marked decrease (26%) in violent interactions. Moreover, workplace morale, attendance, and
productivity were discovered to rise just from one’s exposure to nature photos, window views of
nature, the presence of plants, and access to green spaces (Richardson et al., 2017). Another
workplace study ascertained that having biophilic or horticultural design elements in the work
environment had strong positive effects on stress levels for employees, which enhanced their
well-being, fostered more cooperative interactions, and boosted productivity (Gray, 2018). Each
of these studies has important generalizable implications of the need to integrate nature exposure
into isolated and urban environments to ensure the well-being of individuals.
Incorporation of Indoor Nature-based Therapy
The growing evidence shows that there is a lot of versatility in how elements of NBT can
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be adjusted to indoor implementation. Kamitsis and Simmonds (2017) did a study on this topic to
discern what various nature-based practitioners were doing indoors. The majority of the subjects
reported that they primarily use methods of nature-based guided imagery and nature-based
homework exercises/activities. Symbolic interaction with nature through guided imagery (GI) is
a popular way to engage in an indoor nature-based therapeutic experience. GI is the process of a
facilitator offering verbal cues to permit the individual to self-generate mental images “which
invoke visual, auditory, haptic and taste-smell experience as well triggering behavioral and
physiological responses” (Nguyen & Brymer, 2018, p. 2). Nguyen and Brymer conducted the
first study of its kind by investigating and affirming the effectiveness of nature-based GI as a
better source than non-nature-based GI to relieve symptoms of anxiety.
Ricket (2021) provided thorough examples of nature-based homework in a case study
titled, “Teaching Land as an Extension of Self.” They described assigning participants a weekly
nature journal based on a specific chosen place that they would return to each week to observe
closely and record changes to encourage topophilia, a connection to a local place. Like the
biophilia hypothesis by E.O. Wilson (1984), the topophilia hypothesis by evolutionary biologist
Scott Donald Sampson (2012) postulates that “humans possess an innate bias to bond with local
place, including both living and nonliving components” (p. 25). Another nature-based
assignment from Ricket (2021) was asking participants to create an ecobiography which gave
students an opportunity to describe their past relationship with nature. This assignment allowed
them to explore what they already know they like about nature and acted as further
encouragement to continue nature explorations. When the participants engaged in this deep
survey of their relationship with nature it enlivened their connection to it.
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Nature-Based Expressive Arts Therapy (NBExAT)
Expressive art therapy (ExAT) operates from the assumption that artmaking or any other
expressive creative process provides an opportunity for growth and healing (Donahue, 2011).
The studies blending principles of ExAT and NBT tend to focus on either making art with items
collected from nature or having an artistic and embodied exploration in nature (Beauvais, 2012;
Gray & Birrell, 2015; Kamitsis & Simmonds, 2017; Trøstrup et al., 2019). One study compared
the use of natural materials (rocks, branches, moss, flowers, etc.) in contrast with basic art
materials and found that natural materials were less intimidating, involved less thinking, and
produced more intuitive explorations, resulting in a deeper meaning making process (Chang &
Netzer, 2019). Another study researched the effects of horticultural arrangement by placing an
EEG headset on subjects during the activity, which showed a decrease in blood pressure and an
increase in alpha and beta brainwaves, which react as natural stress reducers (Tao et al., 2020).
Lastly, Tegart (2019) focused a study on how embodying silence in nature while engaging in an
arts-based experience could result in a supportive replenishing tool for overworked or burnt-out
individuals. Attuning and regulating to the rhythms, patterns, and elements of nature is a way
that the principles of ExAT can lend themselves well to NBT because they naturally heighten
sensory and observational skills of the individual.
Ecopoietic Capacity and Eco-identity
The arts have the capacity to “leverage deep engagement and links with natural
environments” (Gray & Birrell, 2015, p. 12). Psychiatrist Alexander Kopytin (2021) asserts that
both the realms of nature and culture (arts) work together synergistically as parts of the larger
systems that make up the human experience. He states that “realizing our creative, poietic
capacity together with the more-than-human world, we support an inner and outer ecology” (p.
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35). Poiesis is defined by expressive arts therapist and scholar Stephen K. Levine (2019) as the
act of “shaping what is given” (p. 36). Levine (2020) further posits in his article “Ecopoeisis:
Towards a Poietic Ecology” that the arts are integrally linked to nature because “we shape
ourselves by shaping the world” (p. 19). Ecopoiesis then becomes an act of humans
understanding and exploring the vast possibilities of how they can shape the world around them
and within. Levine further states, “This perspective points to a different attitude toward the world
around us, one in which we accept our responsibility for shaping the environment in a way that
respects its otherness as well as our own capacity for affecting it” (p. 23). Thus, developing an
eco-identity through an expressive art or artmaking process, the act of ecopoiesis can be a crucial
first access point for an individual on the journey of reconnecting to nature.
NBExAT has the potential to act as an antidote to the anesthetizing effect that the
overreliance on technological advancements has wrought on humankind. Relating to nature
activates an internal wisdom that we are and will always be integrally linked to the Earth. As
Roszak (1995) so eloquently stated, “At its deepest level the psyche remains sympathetically
bonded to the Earth that mothered us into existence” (p. 5). The moniker Mother Nature then
becomes more like a guide for each human to follow and find healing through a connection to
the very source of life. Similarly, the language of getting to the root of a problem carries an
acknowledgement that through embedding ourselves within our ecosphere, we will begin to see
more clearly what is truly causing an untethered sense of detachment, a disconnection from the
world around us and within.
Methods
To put into practice some of the aforementioned methods of nature-based art activities, a
one-day two-hour workshop was conducted that blended the arts and ecotherapy to provide
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support for the expressive arts graduate student community. In this community engagement
project, I chose to do a qualitative arts-based phenomenological study that used an inductive
research method to draw out repeating themes collected from a self-reflective processing
experience. I anticipated that this workshop would act as a restorative tool encouraging
participants to develop a more intentional embedded relationship with nature and raise awareness
to the need for compassion towards nature. This integration of expressive arts into NBT in an
indoor setting was intended to show the accessibility of nature’s healing potential despite living
in an urban space, while facing the demands of being a graduate student and maintaining safety
during a pandemic.
Participants
Participants in this study were recruited from the expressive arts therapy graduate
program. The recruitment process involved sending an email to my classmates and to the entire
dance/movement therapy (DMT) program. The email contained a flyer describing the workshop
and the details for attending. Due to an increase in the cases of COVID-19, the number of people
who could attend the workshop was limited to eight. In order to ensure that capacity was not
exceeded, I created a sign-up sheet to be able to close out registrations once it was filled. This
sign-up sheet also provided me with direct emails to remind the participants of the prehomework that was to be done prior to the workshop. A total of four individuals participated in
the workshop, including me as a participant researcher. All four participants identified as female,
were in the DMT program, and were in their mid-twenties to mid-thirties. Participants were
required to wear masks and kept a 6-foot distance per the CDC guidelines.
Procedure
Phase I: Preworkshop tasks
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To prepare for this workshop, I requested that participants take part in certain naturebased activities beforehand:
•

Go on a mindful walk

•

Collect natural materials to bring to workshop

•

Take photographs of any sights that elicit an emotional or aesthetic response

•

Email photographs to me for compilation to a slideshow

As the participant researcher, I also procured extra natural materials for the other participants to
incorporate into their independent explorations. Other materials that I brought to the workshop
included crayons, markers, pens, and paper, allowing the participants to have multiple ways of
processing their experience. Moreover, I curated a playlist of nature-based soundscapes to be
played throughout the workshop to further enrich the sensory embedment experience of
accessing the ecosphere, the relationship to the world around us and within us.
Phase II: Introductions
The workshop started with an introductory prompt for each person to reflect and respond
to (See Appendix A) a self-report questionnaire asking about favorite senses in nature:
•
•
•
•
•

Sounds
Smells
Textures or feelings
Visuals
Actions

Then I introduced, via a brief PowerPoint presentation, the basis of the workshop as well as
definitions of terms like ecosphere and ecotherapy. To operate from a trauma-informed
perspective, I also offered a brief timeline of the activities planned. Additionally, this section
provided an opportunity for any questions or thoughts to be shared. Directly after, we went
through the nature walk photograph slideshow. Each person shared and described experiences
from their photos and what drew them to capture a particular moment.
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Phase III: Natural Materials Exploration
The next phase of the workshop involved working with the natural materials that were
collected. Each person was invited to create a personal sculpture. After creating this, individuals
were encouraged to embody elements of the sculpture that stood out to them through movement
or another artmaking process. To transition to the next portion of the workshop, we walked
around in silence, taking in and appreciating each of the creations. We then took select parts
from our personal sculptures and added them to a collaborative sculpture in the center of the
room to help transition from the tangible exploration to the next section, which was in the visual
realm.
Phase IV: Nature-Based Guided Imagery
The following portion of the workshop involved leading participants through a naturebased guided imagery (NBGI). In this guided meditation, I instructed them to find a comfortable
position to be in. I then asked them to consider, “How do you want to go on this journey, as an
observer, a bird, a leaf, a hiker, or maybe a raindrop?” Specific song recordings of isolated and
combined sounds from each of the elements (earth, wind, fire, water) were then played. The flow
of the elemental NBGI was as follows:
1. Earth, to start grounded while listening to sounds of a hiker walking on a dirt path
2. Wind, to symbolize pausing at a destination, “Feel the breeze swishing and
swaying about”
3. Fire, an invitation to relax by the sounds of a campfire, “Settle and feel comfort
from the warmth”
4. Water, to float and flow with the sounds of a babbling brook that eventually gave
way to cascading ocean waves
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5. All the elements, to explore which ones the body was drawn to and interact
through movement or visualization
6. Closing, wide stretches and attunement to breath to come back to the body
Phase V: Ending
The final portion of the workshop involved a brief time to reflect and process through a
mix of journaling, artmaking, or movement. We then came together as a group and offered any
words, feelings, gestures that encapsulated our experience. I noted general words and themes to
create a word cloud that I later sent to everyone via email along with the other eco-identity
development resources mentioned during the workshop. We closed by transitioning from sitting
on the floor to standing with some gentle stretching movements, ending with a few collective
breaths.
Inductive Analysis
During the workshop, I took general notes and pictures of my personal sculpture.
Afterwards, I wrote down further reflections and decided to record myself verbally processing
observations. The responses collected from the self-report questionnaire were then added to an
Excel sheet. All the photos from the collaborative album were also gathered to be analyzed. The
initial analysis process began by transcribing my audio recordings, gathering the notes, and
highlighting repeating themes. I then went through an open analysis of the artistic data and wrote
down further themes that emerged. A system of processing the data was created by writing down
each time a word, phrase, or reflection was repeated. I cut each of these into paper strips and put
out several empty glass bowls (see Figure 1). The system I employed was as follows: pick up a
strip of paper, read its content, determine if it felt like a theme, and put in a bowl for that
designated theme. I qualitatively coded six present themes. Next, I further determined that some
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themes better fit as sub-categories of another theme and compiled six themes into three. The
inductive analysis procedure helped me assess the data in a more objective way allowing
thematic elements to surface more clearly.
Figure 1
Data Assessment Process

Note. A photo of the open analysis sorting process of data.
Results
Arts-based data and the reflexive processes of journaling and note-taking were how I
determined the results discussed below. In the inductive analysis of data assessment, I
consolidated the original six themes (see Figure 2) down to three overall themes (see Figure 3).
The three themes were Intentionally Connecting to Nature, Eco-consciousness, and Sensory
Experience. Each of these thematic elements relates integrally to the primary goal of the
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community engagement project, to successfully engage in an indoor NBExAT practice to
develop a more empathetic relationship with nature.
Figure 2

Figure 3

Initial Themes from Data Analysis

Final Themes and Sub-categories

Intentionally
Connecting to
Nature

Balance of
Self and
Nature

Ecoconsciousness
Urban
Frustrations
Balance of Self & Nature
Intentionally connecting to Nature
Environmentalism
Urban Frustrations
Sensory Experiences

Sensory
Experience
Activated
Memories

Activated Memories

Intentionally Connecting to Nature
A vital part of the results that came through in the analysis was the positive impact of
having participants complete nature-based activities prior to the workshop. The nature-based
homework seemed to contribute to a higher rate of investment in activities during the workshop.
This receptivity enriched the overall experience since each of us was already primed to share
from our own encounters in nature. Furthermore, the intentional selection of natural materials
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and photos allowed us to deepen our access to the restorative capabilities of nature since we were
further engaging with those collected items in an indoor setting.
Another interesting aspect of intentionality that surfaced in the research was the concept
of walking to go on a walk versus walking to go somewhere specific, for example, an
appointment or class. Both these types of walks have intention behind them. However, the
intention to go somewhere specific appeared to directly impede with the restorative effects of the
presence of nature, whereas when someone was just walking to observe and enjoy nature on their
walk, a greater presence and awareness of the surroundings was experienced. The pre-assigned
walk aided in our active appreciation and attachment to each of our topophilic areas.
Figure 4
Participant Researcher’s Personal Natural Materials Sculpture

Note. See here the delicate balancing act of natural materials.
Note. The weathered brick and cut wood piece show the active interaction of nature and urban
life.
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Balance of Self & Nature
A subtle facet of the data present showed the experience of balancing. Balancing came up
in a physical, artistic, and anecdotal sense throughout the entirety of the workshop experience.
As previously discussed, the walking already exhibits the literal balancing of self and
responsibilities. Moreover, in the process of working with the natural materials, there was a
consistent presence of precisely handling and balancing the items such as rocks, branches, and
leaves, on top of each other (see Figure 4).
Eco-consciousness
Taking time at the beginning of the workshop to discuss why the development of an ecoidentity was important and helped set the tone for our experience together. I mentioned properly
discarding common toxic waste items, such as batteries, lightbulbs, and electronics by using the
Earth911 (n.d.) website where anyone can enter their zip code and find appropriate disposal
locations. In offering simple actionable steps to be more eco-conscious, I detected postural shifts
of slight sighs and head nodding movements that demonstrated interest and appreciation. I saw
these observations as gestures of realization and relief that they can, in fact, make a difference,
however small.
Urban Frustrations
In our discussion of the intentional walks, a theme of general frustration towards the
desire to be in nature apart from the presence of urbanization frequently arose. The nature photos
in the collaborative slideshow demonstrated an effort to obscure any evidence of city life, for
example avoiding capturing powerlines, buildings, and cars. On the other hand, a commonality
in the photo slideshow was the presence of ways in which nature and city collided or entwined
(see Figures 4 & 5). This theme connects back to how we balance the self and the other.
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Figure 5
Photos of Nature Fusing with Urbanization

Note. Photo on the left a collaboration of a plant wrapping and coiling around and adapting to the
fence whereas photo on the right is a collision of branches and powerlines.
Furthermore, another evident way I observed urban frustrations arising were the
deliberate snapshots of trash (discarded face masks & cigarette butts) and remnants of seasonal
debris (ornaments & rotting jack-o-lanterns). In participants’ attempts to be present in nature, it
also meant that they became more aware of the infiltration of litter marring their aesthetic
appreciation as well as their ability to immerse themselves in their natural surroundings.
Sensory Experiences
One of the many ways we accessed a connection to the sensory experience was beginning
with an introductory prompt that asked individuals to contemplate and conjure instances of each
of the senses in nature and share cherished ones. This prompt brought forth interesting overall
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general themes of similarity and difference (see Table 1). For instance, there was a leaning
towards the same texture, sand and a consistent presence of aspects of water. However, the
participants’ placement of water in the prompt varied across the senses.
Table 1
Summary of General Introductory Prompt Themes
Sounds

Smells

Textures/Feelings

Visuals

Actions

Forest

Flowers

Sand

Landscapes

Swimming

Jungle

Spring

Fine sand

Mountains

Walking on beach

Frogs

Dew

Wet sand

Desert

Relaxing in nature

Leaves

Rain

Sand in hands

Sunsets

Floating in water

Rustling

Steam

Sand beneath feet

Surface of sea

Being with the mountains

The sensory experience was also established through nature soundscapes playing in the
background throughout the workshop. This appeared to be an effective way to maintain a
soothing and calming environment. The soundscapes became like a safe container that gave
permission for silence and deeper contemplation. Another activity that joined many senses
together was our interacting with the natural materials to make personal sculptures. We were
feeling the texture of the materials while creating an artistic expression to later translate that
creation into an embodied movement practice. This layered activity allowed inner felt senses to
connect with the outer felt senses.
Activated Memories
A connection to the senses was a central part this community project. However, being
indoors and effectively connecting to nature meant drawing up sensations from lived
experiences. I facilitated a nature-based guided imagery (NBGI) to add another level of sensory
contact to nature through visualization. During group reflection and sharing time, each
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participant mentioned that the NBGI brought up memories, including, for some, moments of
conflict from unpleasant past occurrences in nature. The multiple transitions from one element to
another in the NBGI made it possible for individuals to choose how deeply they engaged or did
not with any activated memories that may have surfaced. Since the participants were able to
traverse through each of the elements, the NBGI also provided insight to them about which
elemental experiences brought relief and safety, as opposed to discomfort and unease.
Additionally, the internal nature of the guided imagery did impact participation in the closing
invitation to move and embody an element, resulting in minimal or no movement at all.
Discussion
Impact of Pre-work
Important results were gleaned from the data analysis and synthesis to uncover successful
ways to access one’s ecosphere, thereby invoking the further development of an eco-identity.
The first of which was the efficacy of incorporating pre-workshop activities, the literature
supported having an intentional outdoor experience was the most effective way to receive
nature’s numerous benefits (Annerstedt & Währborg, 2011; Barnes et al., 2019; Chavaly &
Naachimuthu, 2020; Kofler et al., 2018; James et al., 2016; Nguyen & Brymer, 2018; Trøstrup et
al., 2019). With this information in mind, in addition to working within the limitations the
graduate student community was currently facing (harsh winter conditions, pandemic realities,
and heavy academic demands), I asked participants to partake in an intentional nature-based preassignment that entailed walking outside. Being in nature intentionally was promoted by
researchers Moore and Duffin (2020), Ricket (2021), and Tegart (2019) as having anxiolytic
effects. The request to select natural materials for this workshop also lent itself to encourage the
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participants to experience this walk differently than a regular walk. The intentionality here
became the key element behind the success of implementing the pre-workshop activities.
Assigning outside nature-based work was found in the literature to be a common way that
ecotherapists practice NBT to work with restrictions posed by urbanization and other prohibitive
factors (Kamitsis & Simmonds, 2017; Moore & Duffin, 2020; Swank et al., 2020). The
workshop’s indoor nature-based interventions were enhanced greatly by the outside engagement
prior to the event. We each came into the space ready to share, knowing that the others had had
similar or different experiences, which piqued curiosity and a general desire to connect to each
other. By asking the participants to document their walk and offer that to a shared album, I hoped
that they were empowered to represent their area, their experiences, how they defined and
discovered nature within that context. Thus, our walks aided our active appreciation and
attachment to what Ricket (2021) called our topophilic area, our local setting. In summary, one’s
ability to access the healing potential in nature requires intentionality and, therefore, a deliberate
presence in nature.
This pre-assignment had also well illustrated to the participants the price of detachment
from nature and the instant enactment of one’s empathy towards nature through presence. The
shared album showed evidence of litter and a clear avoidance of city life, which demonstrated
general urban frustrations. There seems to be an undeniable yearning to be in nature unmarred,
illustrating the inherent need to have a relationship with nature as E.O. Wilson’s (1984) biophilia
hypothesis states. What became evident throughout the process was that prioritizing a
relationship with nature necessitated balancing life’s demands. This desire to find balance was
also present in the personal sculpture activity through the literal balancing of the natural
materials that seemed to be mirroring the balancing of one’s biophilic needs and modern societal
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needs. This portion of results revealed how imperative it is to set intentions around our
development of an eco-identity to better balance self and other needs that may pull us out of
alignment. And lastly, if developing an eco-identity means, as Roszak (1992) argued, “to see the
needs of the planet and the person as a continuum” (p. 14), then the need for establishing an
intentional relationship with nature becomes non-negotiable for overall well-being.
Sensory Implications
A primary goal of this community project was to access restoration and stress relief
through directly interacting with sensory experiences of nature in an indoor space. Studies
consistently observed that sensory contact was imperative to access benefits of nature (Burns,
2012; Kamitsis & Simmonds, 2017; Naor & Mayseless, 2021; Tegart, 2019). Each part of the
workshop was geared to directly interact on multiple sensory levels. The simple introductory
prompt immediately had participants relating to their past sensory experiences with nature. This
was where everyone showed a unanimous connection to sand and water. These responses show
an interesting occurrence that may reflect an inner connection to major elemental crossroads, like
where the earth (sand) meets water. This unity in our connections to texture also seemed to
signify that touch may be an essential feature of arts-based ecotherapy.
In addition, the act of creating art with natural materials furthered the sensory experience
through touch, smell, sight, sound, and action. Research strongly demonstrates that engaging in
an expressive art (artmaking, music, dance, writing) is an essential way to bridge divides of the
self and the natural world (Beauvais, 2012; Gray & Birrell, 2015; Kamitsis & Simmonds, 2017;
Kopytin, 2021; Levine, 2020; Trøstrup et al., 2019). Furthermore, researchers Chang and Netzer
(2019) provided compelling evidence that the use of natural materials creates a deeper meaning
making process and invites more intuitive explorations than when using art materials alone. This
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artistic exploration allowed self-manipulation of materials that gave individuals the ability to
relate to nature on their own terms and in a way that pleased them. Taking something as simple
as a leaf or twig and placing it in a meaningful way might permit the individual to see nature
through a lens of appreciation and intrigue. This appreciation of the beauty of nature acts as a
gateway to encourage empathy towards it. Therefore, this type of investment can only help
fortify one’s relationship with nature and their eco-identity.
Unexpected Outcome
In the opening presentation, simple ways to be more eco-conscious were briefly
mentioned. The results were an unanticipated strong interest and curiosity to learn more. This
spoke volumes to the necessity of ecological education as an integral part of ecotherapeutic
interventions that have been persistently present in the literature (Chavaly & Naachimuthu, 2020;
Hu & Zhou, 2020; Ricket, 2021). In accordance with Ricket’s (2021) work, it was noticeably
effective to compartmentalize the enormity of what it can mean to be environmentally
responsible by offering a few clear ways to be more eco-conscious. The results of offering
positively reinforced ecological education as a part of ecotherapy had clear and profound
indications of accessing an individuals’ empathy and compassion towards nature.
Future Recommendations
Limitations
A clear limitation of this community engagement project was the small sample size of
only four participants. The results garnered here do have merit; however, a study with a larger
sample size would reveal even more compelling evidence that could greatly impact the
integration and availability of nature-based expressive arts therapy (NBExAT) practices.
Additionally, having a wider database to collect responses from the self-report introductory
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questionnaire could lead to a larger revelation on how best to foster the development of an ecoidentity. It would be interesting to see if the unity on textures and touch showed in this sample
would remain consistent. Researchers in the field of ecopsychology have continually stated the
apparent lack of evidence-based research is diminishing the validity of their findings (Barnes et
al., 2019; Kamitsis & Simmonds, 2017; Moore & Duffin, 2020; Nadkarni et al., 2017; Ngyuyen
& Brymer, 2018; Naor & Mayseless, 2021; Trøtstrup et al., 2019). To bolster the results found in
this study and others, researchers need to determine the best and most accessible ways to offer
both indoor and outdoor NBExAT to continue to enrich the field.
Suggestions for Future Research
The implementation of the community project exposed how some aspects of the
experience worked better than the others. The curated nature-based playlist helped create a more
immersive ecosphere, or atmosphere for connecting to nature. Something important to note was
that the introductory prompt identified sounds of jungles or forests as comforting. The naturebased playlist, then, had an important impact on the ecotherapeutic space by further
strengthening our receptivity to the nature-based interventions offered. Additionally, the flow of
the workshop seemed to be another element that is noteworthy.
The placement and flow of each part of the workshop was meant to complement the
natural process of orienting to one another in order to create a safe container for deeper
explorations of interconnecting to nature. The beginning relied more on external verbal/narrative
sharing, whereas the bulk of the workshop transitioned into more internal expressions and
explorations. In this way, at the end, we had each been through a journey, individually and
collaboratively, which fostered a deeper connection and openness to be more vulnerable in our
closing reflections.
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One area that requires some thoughtful restructuring is the nature-based guided imagery
(NBGI). It was originally set to go from guided imagery into guided embodied movement.
However, when participants were invited to add movement into the guided imagery, there was
minimal interaction, almost signifying the need for space between the visualization and
movement portion. It appeared that the internal nature of the guided imagery made it difficult to
transition to a more outwardly expressed activity. Perhaps, this reaction was due to the conjuring
of mental images connected to the self in nature at other times, which may have brought up more
emotionally dense experiences than expected. This was found to be an important aspect of the
results paired with their collective experience of activated memories because this seemed to
signal the need for room to process and adjust from one activity to the next. I recommend that
the NBGI be placed in the middle of the workshop to allow ample space for smoother transitions
from this inner exploration into more external expressions of embodied movement.
To stay operating from a trauma-informed approach, the future iterations of this
workshop should incorporate a disclosure that memories may be activated during the guided
imagery and that this might bring up unprocessed trauma and/or grief. Gentle reminders should
be provided that encourage self-care, such as disengaging or only interacting with the prompts as
deeply as feels safe. On the other hand, if the individual is ready to interact with the activated
memories, the information gathered here could provide reparative insight for them to reflect on
and consider if the areas of resistance require attention. It is evident that any conscious reflection
of one’s connection to nature through sensory explorations has an impact on their understanding
of how they relate to nature and possible impediments that may be affecting their further
development of an eco-identity.
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Transferring Results into Findings: Towards an NBExAT Framework
The results from this community engagement project demonstrate important applicable
ways to easily access one’s ecosphere, sense of eco-identity, or empathy towards nature. With
this in mind, I developed a framework chart synthesizing the approaches and methods taken in
this community engagement project (See Figure 6 & Appendix B). The goal here is to offer a
guide for other expressive arts therapists to incorporate NBT into their practices. With empathy
being a primary asset of the therapeutic experience, implementing ecotherapeutic elements into
practice would offer an opportunity to broaden a therapist’s capacity for exercising empathy to
encompass not only the individual, but the world that we live in.
Figure 6
Framework Guide for Accessing the Ecosphere Workshop
(See Appendix B for Printable Worksheet)

Closing
•
•
•

Journaling & Artistic Synthesizing
Sharing Reflections
Offering of resources shared

Experientials
Stage 1:
•
•
•

Self-Report Questionnaire
Presentation of
ecotherapeutic education
Nature walk photo
slideshow

Stage 2:
• Natural Materials
Exploration
• Guided elementalbased movement
• Nature-based Guided
Imagery

Nature-Based Pre-homework
• Go on a mindful walk
• Collect natural materials to bring to
workshop
• Take photographs of any sights that elicit an
emotional or aesthetic response
• Photographs are inputted to a shared album

Note. Guide created and developed by Heather Powers.
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Appendix A

Introduction Prompt:

What is your favorite or loved nature…

Sound:
Smell:
Texture/Feeling:
Sight:
Action:
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Appendix B

A Nature-based Expressive Arts Therapy Workshop
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